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“I've known rivers: 1’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human veins.
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.” --Langston Hughes

The New River Heritage Task Force (NRHTF) respectfully requests Presidential recognition of the New
River as an American Heritage River in this first year of the American Heritage Rivers Initiative. The nominating
partners reflect a mix of public agencies, private organizations, and individual citizens; at the local, regional and
state levels; and representing a wide variety of interests, and the action plan represents a variety of actions and
initiatives, many of which are currently underway, that present an outstanding opportunity for success in this first
year of the American Heritage Rivers Initiative.

1. Description of the proposed American Heritage River area. :

The New River nomination proposes a phased approach to American Heritage River designation that
acknowledges the length of the river (over 250 miles), as it flows northward through North Carolina, Virginia, and
West Virginia; and the organizational challenges of implementing an action plan that covers a diversity of terrain
beginning with roiling hillsides, mountains and agricultural landscapes in the headwaters, all the way to coal mines
and steep gorges in West Virginia.

Phase One will focus implementation efforts on “nodes of activity” in the headwaters counties: Watauga,
Ashe and Alleghany Counties in North Carolina, and Grayson County in Virginia. Nominating partners will work,
with federal assistance, to advance on-going efforts in Boone and Todd (Watauga County); West Jefferson and Todd
(in Ashe County); Sparta (in Alleghany County); and River Ridge Farms (in Grayson County). This very focused
attention will enable successful implementation of the first priorities in the action plan, by building on existing
efforts and enthusiasm for this nomination. :

Phase Two will bring in the additional communities in the headwater counties and middle-Virginia that
voluntarily express interest in joining the initiative, either through a single focused activity, or through wholesale
participation in the broader action plan. There have been numerous private expressions of support for this =~ __
nomination that are not reflected in this application.” Given time and accomplishments, we anticipate that the levels
of formalized support will grow substantially.

Phase Three will focus on identifying additional action items in the upper Virginia and West Virginia
communities along the New River, that are specific to those areas. There is currently support from individual
communities, organizations and individuals, that will be cultivated and organized into a meaningful action plan for
the lower New River. The nominating partners anticipated a three- to five-year timeline to reach Phase Three.

The Phase One communities are distinguished by their relative isolation which has helped to preserve the
heritage and traditions of the Southern Appalachians and, likewise, has discouraged “traditional” economic
development over the years. Generations of young people have had to leave the region to seek employment. The
mountain roads and lack of infrastructure have limited industrial recruitment and larger job-creation recruitment has
not always been successful. The closing of the Sara Lee plant in Ashe and Alleghany Counties last year, for
example, and the loss of 800 jobs was a severe blow to counties that historically have unemployment rates that are
two or three times the state average. Agriculture (row crops, burley tobacco, dairy, and cattle and sheep production),
forestry, manufacturing and tourism have historically provided the economic impetus in the counties.

In Alleghany County, all but 10,000 of the 230,000 acres of the County’s land base are in agricultural use.
Christmas tree farming is helping to provide supplemental income for farmers and individual landowners: in fact,
this year’s White House Christmas tree was grown in Ashe County. Despite the isolation and associated setbacks
over the years, the residents of these counties are self-reliant and fiercely devoted to family, church and community.
We have figured ways to “make do with what we’ve got,” -- the original and time-tested form of sustainable
development -- and that approach is reflected in the Action Plan. In keeping with the mountain tradition of
individual responsibility and self-direction, the nominating counties and organizations have expressed a strong
interest in local management of actions, programs and initiatives. We respectfully request assistance in seeking
funding and technical assistance, but in order to sustain this initiative over the long run, it will be vitally important
for the New River Heritage Task Force to ask for, and manage the funding and/or assistance that is made available.
Above all, we hold ourselves accountable for our actions and these initiatives.
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2. Notable qualities in the area.

The New River has its origin in the Blue Ridge Mountains and Watauga County, less than two miles
southeast of Blowing Rock, North Carolina. The New River is a remaining tributary of a prehistoric river known as
the Teays, which was much larger than the Mississippi. It flowed roughly northwest from its source in North
Carolina in what is now the Appalachian Mountains, to a point beyond Fort Wayne, Indiana, thence almost due west
to Lincoln, Illinois, then turned sharply south to empty into a northern embayment of the Gulf of Mexico, which at
that time extended to a point near St. Louis, where the Illinois River now meets the Mississippi. The river’s
meandering route is due to the fact that the river was already in place when the Appalachian Mountains rose up.

The New has been estimated by geologists to be approximately 320 million years old, and the land predates the
formation of the Atlantic Ocean 160 million years ago. The New is truly a river of heritage! °

Natural assets have been maintained in relatively good shape, since the New saw little industrial use over
the years, and subsistence farmers are predisposed to care for the land which provides their living. The New River
is home to a diversity of animal life, including the Kanawha minnow, the Kanawha darter, and a species of riffle
beetle that are found only in the New River, as well as hellbender salamanders, ducks, beavers, turkey, deer,
ospreys, groundhogs, foxes, muskrats, opossums, raccoons, and numerous species of fish, birds, and butterflies that
have been a part of the heritage and life in the surrounding communities for hundreds of years. Scenic resources
include the magnificent mountain countryside, including Little Phoenix Mountain, The Peak, Mount Jefferson, and
Mount Patty. The pastoral countryside includes panoramic scenes of small family farms, cattle and sheep grazing on
the hillsides, and folks just “settin’ on the porch” watching the river go by. Recreational resources have been
utilized for many years by canoeists, kayakers, hikers, bicyclists, birdwatchers, campers, and other outdoor
enthusiasts; and formal and informal recreational and outdoor education programs are available through the New
River State Park, private outdoor outfitter businesses, the county Recreation & Parks programs, and the school
system.

Economic and agricultural resources include agriculture, (harvested cropland, livestock farming and
livestock products, burley tobacco and the Christmas tree industry). The median family income in Ashe County is
$25,500 compared to median family income of $36,100 for the state. Although most of the land is in agriculture, an
average of 42% of the (primarily low-wage) jobs are in manufacturing. Appalachian State University is a large
employer in Watauga County, and the medical care industry and government also provide a good percentage of
employment opportunities. Between 15% and 20% of the jobs in these counties are in retail and wholesale trade,
and less than 5% of the year-round jobs are in agriculture. The population density averages approximately 50
people per square mile. :

The historic and cultural heritage of the New Rivers headwaters are perhaps the most distinctive of its
attributes. The Southern Appalachian culture is predominant in these counties, with a strong emphasis on tight-knit
kinship, community and religion providing the basis for interaction among residents and “outsiders.” The culture is
very insular, and is frequently viewed by newcomers as being impenetrable. There is, admittedly, a certain level of
distrust for outside ideas and influences, much of which is attributable to the exploitative model of economic
development that has prevailed in the Southern Appalachians for close to 150 years. The construction of railroads
and the coming of the timber industry started a “boom-and-bust” cycle of single-interest economies that have
affected communities’ economic well-being, as well as the comfort levels with “outsiders.” The same insular
approach to community and “sense of place” has been critically important, however, in preserving the culture,
heritage and traditions of these mountain communities. These resources are currently being surveyed and, as noted
in the Secretary of Cultural resources’ letter of support, have even brought international acclaim to the region.

3. Plan of action.

Ed William Wilson 111, a ninth-generation resident of the western North Carolina mountains has so
eloquently expressed the hopes, dreams and vision for the future to which New River community leaders aspire.

“For generations my family has worked, played, gone to church, married, raised our children and died around this area. We
made every effort to be good stewards of the land. It was not an option or an attitude, it was necessary to survive. In our nation,
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and all too often, the ability to exploit our resources Sfor short term gain has outstripped our interest in, or understanding of, the
consequences for the future.

But we stand in a position today to address this imbalance, to act rather than react; to not simply plan for the future but to shape
and mold it into a legacy we can give our children without excuse or regret... We welcome the opportunities that growth
offers... But not at the expense of the very things that define this place and our home. Our mountains, the oldest in the world, it is
said. Qur forests that cloak the hills with life. Our streams and rivers, the fresh waters basic to our life. We must demand that
what would be new accommodate, even embrace, that which is old. That those who come here seeking should also be willing to
give in equal measure. And that those who make this home remember that it already is home...” Ed William Wilson Il

This is a modest vision, one that has been passed down from generation to generation. Itis nota vision that
ignores progress, but rather one that respects the heritage, the people, and the traditions of the New River
communities. It is a sense of community that is unparalleled in most part of the country today, that makes people
say, “We want things to stay the same.” It is the village of Todd (population 600 or. s0), where the newly-
established Ruritan Club works together with the volunteer Fire Department to raise the money to buy a special bed
for a neighbor who has been paralyzed in a logging accident; and then votes to offer honorary memberships to 21
lifelong residents of the community, who live on fixed incomes and cannot afford the $15 annual dues, but would
like to attend the meetings and help out anyway.

The action plan that is set forth in this nomination will identify the proposed initiatives and programs that
the New River communities will undertake in order to achieve that vision. We wish to work in a straightforward
partnership with the federal agencies that are participating in the American Heritage Rivers Initiative. Rather than
being an end result, American Heritage River designation will be a “tool” to help implement the community vision
of the New River headwater counties.

Organizational Considerations: The New River Heritage Task Force consists of persons who have been selected
by the nominating communities to represent the counties and communities in working with the “River Navigator™.. .
who will represent the federal agencies, and be jointly selected by the federal agencies and the task force. Ifthe
New River is designated, all partner counties and municipalities will participate on a voluntary basis. Any county,
municipality, organization, agency or individual may withdraw from participation in the American Heritage Rivers
Initiative at any time; or the American Heritage Rivers designation may be withdrawn if the action plan is not being
followed or implemented, within reason. :

Protection of Landowner and Private Property Rights: The intent of the New River nomination for designation
as an American Heritage River is to ensure that traditional uses of lands and resources along the river are
maintained, and the rights of landowners are respected while simultaneously protecting the important resource
values. Participation in this initiative is totally voluntary and, as noted above, we reserve the right of any county,
municipality, organization, agency or individual to withdraw from participation at any time. There will be no
federal acquisition of lands along the New River; and any and all land acquisition or easements on lands will be
voluntary, placed in writing, by willing owners, and through private, nonprofit organization assistance. Landowners
want to protect the natural resources and integrity of the area while having an active role in determining any
protective measures that may be proposed. “Home rule” will be the first order of business: there will be no new
federal or state regulations imposed as a result of this designation, and local governments will make local policy.
American Heritage Rivers designation will not exempt any party from compliance with policies that are in existence
as of the date of this application; however, all responsibilities for local policy rest with local governmental bodies.

o The Phase One Action Plan, including action items in the three main categories outlined in the American
Heritage Rivers Initiative and as voiced by the communities in meetings, are proposed below.

COMMUNITY VISION: Locally-initiated programs and actions that protect the water quality and natural
resources of the New River.

Goal: To Issues and Opportunities: There is an overwhelmingly strong interest in maintaining the “sense
maintain of place” in the New River region, and especially the traditional uses of lands along the river.
traditional These traditional uses include agriculture, fishing, forestry, recreation, transportation and

uses of land industry. The New River Heritage Task Force will implement actions and strategies that enable
along the sufficient economic improvement so that family farmers can continue to live and work on the
New River
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land, recreation providers can continue operating vital businesses, small logging operations can continue to be
viable, and fishermen, canoeists, birdwatchers, hikers, bicyclists and other recreational users can continue to enjoy
the resources of the New River, while maintaining the pristine water quality.

r Action: Initiate Sustainable Agriculture Programs in the Headwater Counties i

Initiatives Underway / Local Partners:

> Alleghany County’s Cooperative Extension Service is currently working to secure seed funding from the US
Department of Agriculture to establish an alternative crops program that will help generate supplemental
income for local family farmers. In a recent survey of Ashe and Alleghany County farmers, over 150 replied
with a strong interest in growing alternative crops, such as herbs.

> HandMade in America, a regional nonprofit organization promoting the $122 million handmade craft industry

in western North Carolina, is working with the Cooperative Extension Service to implement prototype gardens
for natural craft materials, such as broom comn (for making brooms), river cane (for making Cherokee river cane
baskets), herbs, and natural dye plants.

> Grayson County’s River Ridge Farm has taken the lead in partnering with universities (NC State, Virginia

Polytechnic Institute, Texas Tech) to implement sustainable agriculture practices. Rotational grazing, non-
traditional grasses, the use of water troughs with culvert stream crossings to replace double fencing, and other
innovative practices are enabling family farmers to cut costs and improve production. River Ridge Farm is also
helping to market the premium-quality beef that is resulting from these improved practices.

Federal involvement proposed: Assistance in securing federal (US Department of Agriculture) funding for
research and technical assistance to identify and implement sustainable agricultural practices, best management
practices, alternative crops and supplemental businesses (such as aquaculture) that will increase family farm income
and enable farmers to stay on the land. Secure USDA and US Department of Commerce assistance in creating
markets for alternative crops, and supplemental products and services. Local partners will work with universities
and state agencies to secure matching funds and technical assistance. ' oo
Timeline and Measures of Success: This is a high priority, particularly with the number of farmers in the area that
will need to identify alternatives to growing burley tobacco. Measures of success will include: a permanent
regional agriculture professional to help identify alternative crops, and identify and/or create new markets; and
consistent numbers of small family farmers who are staying in agriculture.

f Action: Establish a Revolving Loan Fund / Grant Program for Sustainable Agriculture I

Proposed Initiative / Local Partners:

> The Ashe and Alleghany County Natural Resource Conservation Service will work with the NC
Cooperative Extension Service, Region D Council of Governments, NC Division of Forest Resources and
other partners to establish a revolving loan fund / grants program that provides funds for farmers to implement
agricultural practices that reduce nonpoint source pollution and agricultural runoff. Funding for this regional
loan fund will be requested from the NC Clean Water Management Trust Fund; and we will explore loan and
grant incentives that encourage participation. For example, if a small farmer reduces runoff to zero, there will
be little or no payback requirement for loans or grants. Examples of management practices include: planting
riparian buffers along the river, laying sod strips between Christmas tree rows, and so on. Partners will work
with universities and others to secure technical assistance to help farmers develop and test these new practices.

Federal involvement proposed: Research and technical assistance from USDA and USDA-Forest Service;

assistance in seeking federal funds to match Clean Water Management Trust Fund project funding.

Timeline and Measures of Success: A project proposal is expected to be submitted to the Clean Water

Management Trust Fund in July, 1998. Measures of success will include: establishment of a revolving loan fund /

grants program, and participation by at least ten farmers in the first year.

Goal: To Issues and Opportunities: The New River contains High Quality Waters and Outstanding
maintain the Resource Waters, as classified by the State of North Carolina. Water quality challenges
high water ipclude: sedimentatic.)n and siltation from seasonal and second-home development on
quality in the riverfront lands, and intensive use of agricultural lands for crops and grazing; and direct
New River discharge of wastewater into the river from individual residences (straight-piping). North
headwaters Carolina has recently initiated the Clean Water Management Trust Fund to: protect
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